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In 1992 at the Earth Summit in Rio
de Janeiro many governments
signed the Convention on
Biological Diversity, a broad
treaty intended to promote the
sustainable use and conservation
of the wide variety of life on earth.
Earlier that year, an influential UK
parliamentary committee, under
the chairmanship of the late Lord
Dainton, published a report that
identified a number of threats to
the science that enables us to
identify and name living things,
and understand the relationships
between them. 
The UK, along with many other
developed countries, has over the
past 30 years, come to realise the
importance of sustainable use of
biodiversity. This summer, a
World Summit on sustainable
development, will be held in
South Africa, where world leaders
will discuss poverty alleviation
and developments since Rio.
Many developing countries that
are rich in biodiversity are poor in
the scientific skills needed to
identify important species and to
implement biodiversity-friendly
policies. Such skills are required
in order to use biodiversity in a
sustainable manner to improve
economies and alleviate poverty
in the long term, the report says.
Biodiversity relates to the
millions of different life forms on
earth. Many of these ecosystems
are very fragile. The removal of a
single species or a small change in
environmental conditions can
upset the balance and disrupt or
destroy the ecosystem, threatening
all forms of life within it.
Estimates place the number of
species in the world between 5 and
13 million, yet only 1.7 million of
these have been identified and
described. At the same time, there
is evidence that we are destroying
species faster than we are
identifying them. However, activity
constantly upsets the balance of
the ecosystems within which
humans operate. The loss of these
ecosystems both threatens the
welfare of humans and also
threatens other living things for
which man, as the ‘highest form of
life’ has a moral responsibility, the
report says. Therefore, threats to
biodiversity matter enormously. We
have a cultural and moral
obligation, as well as a pragmatic
economic need, to record and, as
far as is possible, conserve the
diversity of life with which they
share the planet. “This belief is
embodied in the international
conventions on biodiversity to
which the UK has subscribed”, the
report says.
Within this discipline some
systematicists identify and name
organisms and others discover
the inter-relationships between
them by various means.
Without systematic biology,
ecologists and conservationists
do not know which species exist
within ecosystems, and cannot
discover which are thriving and
which are under threat of
extinction. Man already knows of
uses for thousands of species of
living things on the earth and in
the future we may find out too late
that a species had a particular
use, after it has become extinct or
is in severe danger of becoming
so. The science of systematic
biology, therefore, is a vital
discipline that underpins the
conservation of the earth’s
biodiversity and is essential to the
UK’s own interests and its ability
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Ten years after the key Earth Summit in Rio, a key group of influential
politicians in Britain are flagging up the need to support research into
taxonomy as a basis for biodiversity studies ahead of this summer’s
meeting in South Africa. Nigel Williams reports.
High level worries: Lady Walmsley, chair of the UK’s House of Lords science and
technology committee report on biodiversity, shown with a lemur, one of the most cur-
rently threatened group of mammals.
to fulfil its international
convention obligations.
The inquiry, 10 years ago, into
systematic biology chaired by
Lord Dainton, the report says,
was carried out because of a
concern that systematic biology
was suffering from poor financial
support, particularly in relation to
funding to the major systematic
institutions (Natural History
Museum, Royal Botanic Gardens,
Edinburgh and Kew).
A number of short-term
measures to stimulate systematic
biology were introduced following
the Dainton report. But most of
these have now been wound
down or finished.
The Dainton report highlighted
the importance of reference
collections held in the UK,
comprising a wide range of
animal, plant and microbe
specimens and dating from up to
250 years ago.
Despite signing the Convention
on Biological Diversity, funding
from successive UK governments
to the major systematic biology
institutions has declined in real
terms. In 10 years, estimates
suggest the money available for
science at the Natural History
Museum in London has fallen by
27 per cent and that at the Royal
Botanic Gardens of Kew and
Edinburgh the decline has been
15 per cent. Some of the
reference collections of
specimens comprising a wide
range of biodiversity, which are
housed at these institutions, are
at considerable risk.
The committee recommended
an increase in government
funding to the major systematic
institutions. They also
recommend  develop scientific
understanding in developing
countries. They also suggest that
the Darwin Initiative should fund
more projects to digitise UK
collections in order to make more
data available internationally.
Clear priorities for future
systematic biology should be
developed, they believe. The
committee envisages the best
way forward is to develop
priorities by co-ordinating with
representatives of all interested
groups.
Current Biology Vol 12 No 12
R406
The value of museum
collections for taxonomists has
been highlighted by one event
over recent months. While it is
rare to find a new species of
mammal, thousands of new
species are discovered every
year. In many cases, the
person who discovers one has
to climb high mountains or
fight through tropical rain
forests. In others, though, they
may have only to visit their
nearest natural history museum
where many of the millions of
specimens will most likely
never to have been examined
because there are just too few
experts. Nonetheless, nearly all
can be assigned to one of the
32 recognised insect orders.
Checks were carried out on
the particular features of the
body structure that
characterise each order. Some
features are obvious, such as
the thickened hind legs of
grasshoppers, but most are
subtle anatomical details.
It is the entomologist’s
dream to find an insect that
cannot be assigned to one of
the recognised orders. The last
time this happened was in
1914, when the first known ice-
crawler was unlucky to meet an
entomologist in the mountains
of western Canada and
became famous as the first
known representative of the
order Notoptera. It has now
happened again, but the story
actually began a century ago.
In 1900, a female insect,
wingless and about 2 cm long,
was collected by a missionary
in Namibia, then German South
West Africa. It was sent to the
Humboldt University in Berlin,
where it has been in storage
ever since. A male of a similar
species was caught in
Tanzania in 1950 and arrived at
the Zoological Museum of
Lund in Sweden. In 1986, Roy
Danielsson realised that this
specimen was something
special and sent it to the
Natural History Museum in
London for identification.
Only when Oliver Zompro, a
German stick-insect specialist,
was shown the Lund insect
during a visit to the museum
last summer did it become
clear that it might represent an
unknown order of insects. A
little later, Zompro traced the
Berlin specimen and sent both
examples to the Zoological
Museum in Copenhagen,
where Klaus-Dieter Klass was
employed at the time as a
specialist in insect anatomy
and phylogenetics, along with
Niels Peder Kristensen.
Eventually this research
yielded enough scientific data
to confirm that these insects
represented a new order,
which was called
Mantophasmatodea.
The closest relatives of the
Mantophasmatodea are
possibly stick insects or ice-
crawlers, but there is
ambiguity about this. Before
the two museum specimens
were identified, similar insects
had been seen as fossils in
45-million year old European
amber.
Only after the fossils and
the museum specimens had
been identified were
Mantophasmatodea also
found alive during an
expedition to the Blandberg
mountain in Namibia, initiated
by Zompro and Eugene
Marais in Windhoek.
A breeding culture has
since been established at the
Max Planck Institute for
Limnology in Ploen, Germany.
This has created much
excitement among
entomologists as experts can
now study the new order.
Despite its recent discovery,
Mantophasmatodea is fast
becoming one of the most
studied of insect orders.
A new insect order
